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Environmental Myths and Hoaxes 
THE EVIDENCE OF GUILT IS INSUFFICIENT 


By NICOLAS S. MARTIN, Executive Director, Consumer Health Education Council 
Delivered to B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation, Houston, Texas, January 24, 1990 


Most of you are probably too young to remember the first 
Earth Day. Quite an occasion it was, if for no other reason 
than it substituted for the normal classroom stupor. Instead 
of conjugating verbs and dissecting triangles we took a look 
into an apocalypse. Man, many of us learned for the first 
time, was maliciously intent on destroying his habitat, and 
those of his fellow planet dwellers in the animal and plant 
kingdoms. 

On top of Vietnam War protests, rioting in the ghettos, 
and the recent assassinations of Martin Luther King and 
Robert Kennedy, this was pretty heady stuff. What we were 
told in the Earth Day handbooks, news reports. and speeches 
was essentially that man was a plague on the face of the 
planet. He was an infestation of the universe. 

Now it all sounds pretty ordinary, not very different from 
what we hear nightly on the news. But in 1970 it sounded 
like a ghastly science fiction novel. Today I am here to tell 
you that that perception was half right. It was indeed fiction, 


but it had little to do with science. 

In the intervening two decades we have been pounded re- 
lentlessly with stories of man’s environmental depravity. 
Before images of spewing waste, oil-drenched birds, de- 
formed infants, and poisoned fields, normal people are ren- 
dered mute and helpless, though the cacophony of activists 
is never stilled. None but the most callous soul could fail to 
be humbled and moved by the trail of environmental sin. 

Well, its atonement time, and either I have either grown a 
very hard callous on my soul, or the evidence of guilt is in- 
sufficient, because I’m no longer touched by the pleadings of 
the environmental evangelists, among whose numbers I was 
once included. When the ecological prophet of doom says 
that without your tax-deductible contribution the earth will 
perish, I am reminded of the evangelist up in that 
tower—where he could talk to God better—notifying the 
faithful that only their donations could prevent his tragic de- 
mise. Or the famous National Lampoon cover which said, 


“Buy this magazine or we’ll shoot this dog.” 

As Earth Day II rolls around, the evangelist is still alive, 
the dog is probably no longer with us, through no fault of 
poor readership, and the planet earth is a more congenial 
place for humanity than ever in history Almost without ex- 
ception, the doomsayers have been wrong, their prophesies 
flawed, and all of us the better for it. 

Allow me to offer some specifics. 


First: The asbestos scare. 

Sadly, before we knew of the connection between certain 
types of asbestos and lung cancer, many shipyard workers 
and those applying insulation, were exposed to large concen- 
trations of the mineral. About thirty years after exposure, 
somewhere between 3,300 and 12,000 people are dying from 
the asbestos-induced cancer mesothelioma each year in the 
U.S. There has been a great deal of totally justified concern 
over this natural environmental tragedy. Unfortunately, it 
has also led to one of the most ridiculous and expensive 
public health hysterias in history. 

Initially, it must be noted that a very high percentage of 
mesothelioma-afflicted people were also heavy cigarette 
smokers, which increases the asbestos cancer risk by more 
than 50 times. Smoking is such a critical co-factor that last 
year the New England Journal of Medicine reported, “it re- 
mains uncertain whether any type of asbestos acting alone 
can cause lung cancer in nonsmokers.” 

Due to the workers’ plight, though, concern was raised 
about the effects of asbestos exposure on the rest of us, espe- 
cially those who work in buildings insulated with asbestos. 
Ralph Nader, the Sierra Club, and the Audubon society, 
among others, convinced Congress and President Reagan to 
require an asbestos inspection of all school buildings in the 
United States. Many cities and states followed up with their 
own even more stringent requirements for asbestos inspec- 
tion and removal. The reality is that America was driven 
berserk by asbestos, largely due to the perpetual wailing of 
environmentalists, and in direct contradiction of the facts. 

In one single San Francisco school $18 million dollars 
(the annual cost of about 300 teacher salaries) was spent on 
asbestos removal and repairs. an event duplicated first at 
school after school, and then including offices and malls. 
The same governments that legally required the use of asbes- 
tos as a public health measure was now demanding its re- 
moval. 

This play will run for many years. The cost of asbestos 
abatement at New York’s World Trade Center and LaGuardia 
Airport will run to $1 billion dollars. The total cost for re- 
moval in California’s schools will probably exceed $1 bil- 
lion. The cost of removing asbestos from the country’s of- 
fices is estimated to run to $200 billion. 

So, what are we getting for our money? The answer is vir- 
tually nothing.Besides generally being smokers, the workers 
who contracted cancer were regularly exposed to concentra- 
tions of the mineral /00,000 to I million times higher than 
the amount normally present in a building insulated with as- 
bestos. The risk of fatality to people who work in buildings 
insulated with asbestos has been estimated by a commission 
of the Canadian government in the following way: “Even a 
building whose air has a fiber level up to 10 times greater 
than that found in typical outdoor air would create a risk of 
fatality that was less than one-fiftieth the risk of having a fa- 


tal accident while driving to and from the building.” The 
authors went on to state, “We deem the risk which asbestos 
poses to building occupants to be insignificant and therefore 
find that asbestos in building air will almost never pose a 
health hazard to occupants.” The New Jersey Asbestos Policy 
Committee reported to the governor in the midst of all of 
this fiasco, “There are no documented cases of lung cancer 
associated with low-level asbestos exposure over a lifetime.” 
Definitively, the World Health Organization, after exhaustive 
analysis concluded: “In the general population, the risks of 
mesothelioma and lung cancer attributable to asbestos cannot 
be quantified reliably and are probably undetectably low.” 
The great asbestos scare is a hoax, and a big one, but only 
one of many. 

In 1984, Americans were frightened out of their wits to 
learn that traces of the pesticide ethylene dibromide (EDB) 
were found in food products. The accusation was all too fa- 
miliar. It causes cancer, the activists said—in rats. EDB was 
used as a fumigant for protecting grains against contamina- 
tion by molds and fungi and infestation by worms and in- 
sects. The only substitutes available were either known to be 
more toxic or had never been tested for carcinogenicity. 

The amount of EDB found in foods was 10 to 100 times 
less carcinogenic than the dose of the natural chemical safrole 
present in a typical daily amount of black pepper. The 
amount of EDB being ingested by the average consumer was 
less than one-quarter millionth as much on a body-weight 
basis as was fed to the rats. 

Nevertheless, Americans were bamboozled by what I call 
the Jim Bob Effect. My friend Jim Bob is an ardent environ- 
mentalist. He thinks we are doing ourselves in with all of 
our chemicals and technology. He wants to turn back the 
clock. 

Recently, Jim Bob bought a loaf of bread which, soon 
enough, was crawling with worms. Enraged, he wrote a letter 
to the manufacturer demanding to know why they would 
foist an infested loaf off on him. “I don’t like my bread with 
worms,” he barked. The Jim Bob Effect is when someone is 
so far removed, so ignorant, of food production, that he can, 
on the one hand, demand chemical-free food, and on the 
other hand become addled at the size of a worm in his 
“preservative free” bread. 

I’ve seen the Jim Bob Effect many times in health food 
stores. These purveyors of chemical-free goods have turned 
back the clock and are constantly caught in the throes of a 
war against predators. I have seen a store so infested with 
maggots hatching from the food that it looked like a possum 
two days after being squashed on the roadway. I’ve seen the 
look on a chemical-free purist’s face when the granola she 
just popped inside began to wiggle. Let me tell you, if she 
wasn’t a victim of the Jim Bob Effect she would have 
begged for the fumigants and chemicals which would have 
prevented her distasteful experience. 

But most people think we can just do without EDB and 
the other chemicals. They don’t understand that they would 
have to eat 400 tons per day of EDB-laced foods to equal the 
amount fed the rats, and that chemicals like EDB are all that 
stand between us and a mouthful of maggots. So EDB was 
banned and the activists went on to the next chemical scare. 

And by now the scares are abundant, In 1959, the govern- 
ment informed Americans that cranberries were contaminated 
by a cancer-causing weed killer. They neglected to mention 


that this chemical replaced paint thinner as the previous 
weed-killer of choice in cranberry bogs at far lower cost and 
toxicity and dose. And they downplayed the real victim of 
the killer chemical, another poor little rat fed a dose that 
would choke a horse. The cranberry industry lost, in 1959 
dollars, $10 million. 

Deja vu 1989. The eminent scientist Meryl Streep, TV’s 
“60 Minutes,” and the National Resources Defense Council 
let fly with a report claiming that the chemical Alar, used to 
keep apples from maturing before reaching the stores, and to 
prevent internal decay, caused cancer—in mice. 

Never mind that Alar helped keep a nutritious food within 
the price range of the economically less advantaged. Never 
mind that it kept apples from rotting before getting to the 
stores. When fed ingargantuan doses to mice it causes can- 
cer. 

There was resistance to the anti-Alar onslaught. The farm- 
ers bought TV time to plead their case. The Environmental 
Protection Agency determined that the amount of Alar eaten 
during a 70 year lifetime increased the risk of cancer by 5 in 
1,000,000, an estimate many scientists consider high. They 
consider the risk to be zero. Forget all that. Dr. Streep 
wanted Alar banned and banned it was. After things quieted 
down, an influential biochemist estimated that the risk in a 
glass of apple juice from apples treated with Alar was 18 
times less than the cancer risk in a peanut butter sandwich; 
50 times less than the hazard of one edible mushroom; 1000 
times less than the risk of one beer. But by that time no- 
body cared. 

Something very interesting was happening in the science 
labs while the activists were standing in front of the cameras 
proclaiming the virtues of nature and the vices of man. Sci- 
entists at top universities were discovering that nature herself 
is teeming with toxins. Every single bite of food we take is 
laced with pesticides brewed not in the laboratory of Mon- 
santo, but in the laboratory of nature. 

Little by little they found things like nitrate in celery, 
tannin in tea, and arsenic in potato. Gradually the research 
accumulated until they identified tens of thousands of the 
natural pesticides plants generate to protect against predators. 
Plants most definitely are not subject to the Jim Bob Effect. 
By 1984 a prominent scientist who was a favorite of the en- 
vironmentalists proclaimed that Americans eat 10,000 times 
as much of natural toxins as we do synthetic. Or to put it 
another way, more than 99.99 percent of all toxic chemical 
ingested are natural. One of nature’s carcinogens, allyl iso- 
thiocynate, is present in cabbage at a level tens of thousands 
of times higher than the amount necessary to damage chro- 
mosomes, mutate cells, and produce tumors. 

So, while the activists continued their love-fest with na- 
ture and their hate-fest with man, their entire paradigm was 
being rendered obsolete by the development of scientific re- 
search placing the real threat squarely at nature’s door In 
comparison, the hazard of man-made chemicals like EDB 
and Alar is utterly trivial. 

What has the reaction of the activists been? They’ve done 
two things: They’ve simply ignored the facts, and they de- 
famed the character of some of the finest scientists in the 
world. 

The discovery of nature’s toxins dovetails nicely with an- 
other environmental disaster hoax: The Great Dioxin Scare. 
Dioxin is a group of the most enervating chemicals known 


to environmentalists. They have delighted in discovering it 
lurking in waste dumps, rice fields, drinking water, and, 
most especially in the forests of Vietnam, in the form of the 
defoliant Agent Orange. The discovery of small amounts of 
dioxin led to the depopulation of entire neighborhoods, not 
due to a genuine threat, but due to fear induced by earth ac- 
tivists. 

Despite the fact that over $1 billion has been spent re- 
searching its effects, not a single case of chronic illness or 
death has ever been attributed to dioxin in the U.S. Despite 
an unparalleled media outcry over dioxin concentrations in 
New York’s Love Canal, and Times Beach Missouri, includ- 
ing the government purchase of abandoned homes, no evi- 
dence was offered linking dioxin to unusual rates of sick- 
ness, birth defects, or death. On the sidelines, Science maga- 
zine reported: When administered orally dioxin is highly 
toxic, “but when bound to soil it does not pose much of a 
hazard.” Love Canal was another environmental hoax. 

This was emphasized in 1987 when researchers discovered 
that nature’s darling broccoli contained a chemical which 
precisely mimics the toxic effects of dioxin on human cells. 
The twist in the tale is that the amount of this natural 
chemical present makes it 20 million times as toxic as the 
dioxin level declared safe by the EPA. Not one activist has 
spoken out in favor of banning broccoli. Let me offer just a 
few more examples of environmentalist myths and hoaxes. 

As recently as December, NBC News science correspon- 
dent Robert Bazell wrote in The New Republic that Ameri- 
cans should be concerned because certain cancer rates were 
going up rapidly. He didn’t offer a source for his opinion, 
but he listed a lot of cancer statistics which turned out to be 
utterly wrong. Bazell says that bladder cancer is up 15 per- 
cent. But the authoritative statistics show it down 15 percent 
for men and 42 percent for women in the past 30 years. The 
same for liver cancer. Bazell has it up 16.2 percent, but the 
American Cancer Society says that liver cancer deaths are 
down 21 percent for men and 54 percent for women. If there 
was an epidemic of cancers caused by synthetic chemicals in 
food, the liver is the first place it would show up. In fact, 
the opposite has occurred. 

The numbers go on like this. Bazell is using his fictitious 
proof to scare Americans into thinking that there is a man- 
made chemical epidemic. In fact, several important cancers 
have declined, and the cancers which have risen precipitously 
are almost exclusively related to cigarette smoking, which 
accounts for one-third of all cancer deaths. Deaths from heart 
disease, incidentally, have declined by 30 percent since 
1970. 

Bazell’s myth-making is common practice in the media. 
In 1975, Dan Rather led off a documentary with this state- 
ment: “The news tonight is that the United States is number 
one in cancer. The National Cancer Institute estimates that if 
you’re living in America your chances of getting cancer are 
higher than anywhere else in the world.” That was sheer fan- 
tasy, with the truth being that the U.S. was about [5th 
among industrialized countries, and would have been consid- 
erably lower if smoking-related cancers were subtracted. 

Take the case of nuclear power. Much ado has been made 
about the risks of the atomic radiation hazard. Rarely is it 
mentioned that scientists estimate that as many people die 
every year due to the burning of fossil fuel as would die in a 
worst-case nuclear accident. In the worst accident we have 


ever had in this country, Three Mile Island, not a single per- 
son was killed. The same environmentalists who proclaim 
the dangers of nuclear power are the ones—like Ralph 
Nader—who claimed that home smoke detectors were a ra- 
diation hazard, despite the fact that they contain roughly the 
same total radiation as the dirt in a potted plant. They are 
people like writer Paul Brodeur, whose 1977 book, “The 
Zapping of America,” tried preposterously to convince 
Americans that their microwave ovens would wreak havoc 
on their nervous systems. The truth is that both smoke de- 
tectors and microwave ovens have saved many lives by re- 
ducing the hazard of fires in the home. Thank goodness for 
radiation. 

Another kind of radiation, food irradiation, would save 
many more lives by exterminating hazards like trichinosis 
and by keeping food fresh and nutritious longer, but pre- 
dictably the environmentalists object. 

They objected to the use of DDT, which in the single ex- 
ample of Ceylon — now Sri Lanka — reduced the number 
of people killed by malaria by 2 million per year. The envi- 
ronmentalists didn’t lose any sleep about these real people 
dying. 

They were more concerned with the minuscule hypotheti- 
cal risks of DDT which never materialized, and by claims of 
bird shell thinning which were later proven to be false. 

Overpopulation is said to be at the root of many environ- 
mental problems. The more people, it is said, the more suf- 
fering. 

I think most of us have the image of mainland China as 
the epicenter of overpopulation misery. This image has been 
fostered by years of Zero Population Growth propaganda. 

But before you accept this image, consider that mainland 
China has a population density only half as great as another 
starvation-brutalized state, where people await only death’s 
beckon call. I refer, of course, to the famine-infested state of 
Maryland. 

Overpopulation is supposedly the key to the poverty of 
the mainland Chinese, who has an annual per capita income 
of just $300. Why, then, do their Chinese kin across the 
river in Hong Kong—with 30 times as many people per 
square mile—have a per capita income of $8,260? Why do 
the Chinese of Taiwan—with 3 times the population 
density—have 9 times the income of the mainland Chinese? 

These few numbers are sufficient to disprove the activist 
claim that high population density produces poverty. 

Let me finish with the most glamorous environmental 
hoax of our time. I refer to none other than the Greenhouse 
Effect. 

The alleged destruction of the ozone layer and the accom- 
panying heating of the earth is used by environmentalists as 
the quintessential example of man’s technological folly. It 
proves conclusively that we have produced a system whose 
ultimate byproduct is suicide. The goods we buy to protect, 
feed, and transport ourselves are, the environmentalists say, 
killing us. The chickens are coming home to roost. Doom is 
at hand, and hopefully the contribution is in the mail. And 
the media all agree. This is the big one. The earth’s revenge. 


But some strange things have happened in the scientific 
community in recent months. Atmospheric scientists who 
have been studying the greenhouse effect are rapidly desert- 
ing the computer models that predicted great climatic 
changes. They are repudiating the rash statements made ear- 
lier by some scientists and almost all environmentalists. 

For instance a top climate modeler from the University of 
Illinois recently reported to a conference that, “Confidence 
among climatologists in detection of the Greenhouse Effect 
is now down near zero,” Dr. Reid Bryson, founder of the In- 
stitute for Environmental Studies at the University of Wis- 
consin states, “The very clear statements that have been made 
that the greenhouse warming is here, and that the globe will 
be degrees warmer in 50 years cannot be accepted.” 

Scientists at the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric 
Administration reviewed the best climate statistics available 
for the U.S. and concluded. “There is no statistically signifi- 
cant evidence of an overall increase in annual temperature or 
change in annual precipitation for the contiguous U.S. 1895- 
1987.” Said one, “If there is a greenhouse warming effect 
you can‘t find it in the U.S. records.” Says an MIT meteor- 
ologist, “the absence of any trend in the record of the con- 
tiguous U.S. leads to the suspicion that all the trends in the 
global record may be spurious.” By trends, he is referring to 
those manufactured by the environmentalists. 

The Greenhouse Effect is the latest but not the last envi- 
ronmental hoax. They will go on as long as we are willing 
to allow ourselves to be scared by activists parading as sci- 
entific experts. The risks of listening to political nonsense 
are great. The food supply is threatened, we are goaded into 
disposing of technologies that save lives, such as certain 
drugs, pesticides, and nuclear power. And worst of all, we 
are deceived into accepting changes in our political institu- 
tions that reduce our liberty. As famous environmentalist 
Paul Ehrlich puts it in calling for mandatory sterilization: 
“Coercion, perhaps. But coercion in a good cause.” There is 
no good cause for coercion of a free people. 

The Tiannanmen square massacre brought to mind the 
long-buried comment of the anti-industrial guru, Ralph 
Nader, offering his prescription for a healthy society about a 
decade ago. 

He said: “One of the best solutions is to get people at the 
top of institutions to go through what their victims go 
through. The coal magnate should work a couple of weeks in 
the coal mine each year. That was the main thrust of the 
Cultural Revolution. Mao said that they were becoming like 
the Russians—a bureaucracy remote, elite. He really broke it. 
It hadn’t been done before in history He was seventy years 
old when he decided that. He had fantastic sensitivity.” It re- 
veals the entire nature of Mr. Nader’s vision for society that 
he refers to the architect of the most brutal and murderous 
government in history as sensitive. He made this comment 
after 50 to 100 million Chinese lost their lives so that the 
communists could realize their vision. Fifty million deaths 
are nothing to the man who lays awake at night worrying 
about the risk of lawn darts. 


